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A REMINISCENCE OF NAZARETH. 



By The Reverend A. K. Parker, D.D., 
Chicago. 



It has never been disputed that the little town of En Nasira 
in Syria occupies the site of ancient Nazareth. Here one may 
assure himself that one is looking upon scenes familiar to the 
boy Jesus. Here he dwelt in glad subjection to his parents. 
Here he passed through childhood into manhood, increasing in 
wisdom and in stature and in favor with God and man. To visit 
this secluded valley of hallowed memories without deep emotion 
is impossible ; and it is not unreasonable to expect that the gos- 
pel narratives will gain something in vividness and reality when 
read in the light of such a visit. 

We saw Nazareth first as we rode down the slope of the oppo- 
site hill in the late afternoon of an April day. We had eaten 
luncheon at noon in the lonely Latin convent upon the summit 
of Mount Tabor ; and a hot, dry wind blowing persistently in 
our faces had made the ride from the foot of the mountain with 
which the day's journey closed one of unusual fatigue. Very 
pleasant therefore to the eyes of the jaded horsemen was the soft 
and smiling scenery in the midst of which, just outside the town, 
the white tents of the camp were pitched. 

Nazareth lies in a little valley shut in by a circle of gently 
rounding hills enclosing it, to borrow Dean Stanley's apt com- 
parison, "like the edge of a shell, to guard it from intrusion.' 
And yet one must not think of it as withdrawn from observation 
in the bottom of the valley, but rather as slipping back into the 
valley, from a futile effort to climb the steep hillside. These 
protecting hills are not high enough to be called imposing or 
majestic, but their broad, green rolling surfaces, bare of trees, 
are impressive, and very satisfying to the eye. All about the 
town itself and at the bases of the hills are gardens and vine- 
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yards and silvery green olives and wide-spreading broad-leafed 
fig trees, and the bristling contortions of cactus hedges. Hardly 
another place in Palestine offers to Western eyes so habitable 
an aspect as this green-girt, compact town of flat-roofed white 
houses with the massive fort-like enclosures of convents, the 
minaret of a mosque and the square tower of a Protestant church 
rising among them. 

But close inspection of an Oriental town never quite bears out 
the promise of a distant view. The streets of Nazareth are nar- 
row and crooked and steep, and encumbered with heaps of 
unmentionable filth. Its houses are mean and squalid and too 
modern and commonplace in construction to offer so much as a 
redeeming touch of the picturesque. As we picked our way the 
next morning, under drizzling skies, through puddles of loathly 
mud and over piles of offal, the gutter in the middle of the 
crowded street was running red with blood, a sight explained 
when a little higher up we found that a sheep was being slaugh- 
tered at the convenience of the butcher in the narrow highway 
in front of his stall. 

All this one must encounter in Nazareth if he would see the 
"holy places" which the conscientious traveler, however skepti- 
cal as to their claims he may be, will not decline to visit. But 
the assurance that he is doing his duty hardly cheers him, and 
he listens with a dull heart to the gabble of his guide, telling him 
that just here in the Chapel of the Annunciation Gabriel stood, 
and here Mary ; that this old cistern is the kitchen of the Virgin, 
that this enclosed court is the workshop of Joseph, and this 
great stone slab the table from which our Lord and his disciples 
once dined. It is hardly surprising to learn, further, when these 
wonders have been pointed out, that there is another Church of 
the Annunciation even more authentic and holy, if the Greek 
Christians are to be believed, than that of which the Latins make 
their boast. 

The true holy place of Nazareth, however, is the summit of 
the hill upon whose slope the town is built. Twenty minutes, or 
thereabouts, of easy climbing by flowery paths, and one stands 
upon the broad top oijebel es-Sikk, 1788 feet above the sea, com- 



A REMINISCENCE OF NAZARETH 1 93 

manding one of the most famous views of Palestine. That band 
of dark blue rising against the western sky line is the Mediter- 
ranean Sea ; and that long, bold promontory shelving down upon 
the water and running far back inland is Mount Carmel. That 
cluster of white dwellings at the foot of the Carmel is the sea- 
port of Haifa, and that wavering, white line yonder marks the 
beating of the foam-crested waves upon the shore of the Bay of 
Acre. To the north, turbulent ranges of hills roll confusedly one 
against another, and snowy Hermon towers above them all. 
Looking to the northeast, clear blue masses, blending with the 
sky, mark the hiding place of the Galilean Lake. Eastward is 
the rounded dome of Tabor ; just below in the hollow, Nazareth ; 
to the south the billowing green cornfields of the plain of 
Esdraelon. Far away to the east the mysterious barrier of the 
mountains of Moab melts against the horizon. Beyond those 
blue ramparts to the south Jerusalem is hidden ; and one even 
fancies that one can trace the course of the deep depression 
through which the Jordan hurries down to its silent grave in the 
Dead Sea. 

It is impossible to doubt, as the eye sweeps this lovely pros- 
pect, that the boy Jesus must often have climbed this hill. Here, 
if anywhere in Palestine, we are in the very footsteps of our 
Lord. These encompassing mountain ranges he must have 
known by heart. Standing here he looked with throbbing expec- 
tation towards the southern hills which hide Jerusalem, antici- 
pating the day when his glad feet should ascend its holy courts. 
Standing here his thoughts ran out across that blue sea to the 
west, "seeking the isles of the Gentiles." Looking down upon 
fertile and sunny Esdraelon, did he recall the heroes of his coun- 
try's history who had marched in battle array across it — Barak, 
and Gideon, and Saul? Looking over to Mt. Carmel did his 
thoughts kindle with memories of the dauntless prophet, standing 
alone for Jehovah against the ministers of Baal ; and did he pic- 
ture to himself Elijah running fleetly across the plain below, out- 
stripping the chariots of Ahab from Carmel to Jezreel, while 
behind him the welcome storm-clouds were rolling up from an 
angry sea? 
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These are not vain imaginings. In all soberness we may say 
that the ardent, reflective boy must have loved this spot, and 
here, with this picture unrolled before him, unchanged still and 
unchangeable in its essential features, have pondered that signifi- 
cant national history whose every page spoke of himself. 

A true holy place is 
this Nazareth hill, for it 
had to do with our redemp- 
tion. This outlook takes 
its part among the many 
influences which wrought 
upon Mary's son as he 
grew into fitness for his 
awful task. In the stress 
of the conflicts of his 
public ministry he was 
accustomed to go apart 
into deserts and mountain 
places to pray. It is easy 
to believe that this habit 
was formed while Naz- 
areth was still his home. 
The young carpenter 
would often leave the 
narrow, noisy streets of 
the town behind him and 
seek the hilltop, crushing 
beneath his feet the flowers of the field as he came up to its 
wide seclusion, that he might be alone with the Heavenly 
Father and make inquiry again in prayer concerning the Father's 
will, upon the perfect doing of which his holy soul was bent. 

It is very quiet here on this Sunday afternoon, and we are 
loath to leave this mount of vision. Fortunately the hilltop has 
not yet been claimed by either the Latin or the Greek church as 
the site of some legendary miracle, and vulgarized by the erec- 
tion of a tawdry shrine. The only building upon it, a tiny "wely,". 
roughly built of stone and mortar, the tomb of some forgotten 
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Mohammedan saint, is now neglected and crumbling, and one 
may climb upon its roof, without offense, to gain a still wider 
view. Lingering there for a farewell look, although the impa- 
tient dragoman warns us that our allotted time is long past, one 
of the party speaks the thought of all : " How small the country 
is ! " We might have learned that from the maps. But the maps 
do not teach it. One must go himself to Palestine to find it out. 
It is a case where only seeing is believing. How small the coun- 
try is ! This single view embraces or suggests it all. From the 
Mediterranean to the mountains of Moab the eye travels, from 
the hills which surround the Sea of Galilee to the shadowy line 
upon the southern horizon which, being interpreted, is the range 
of the hills of Judea. It could not have taken long for the fame of 
the Teacher and the Healer who had come out of Nazareth to fill 
all this little land. 

It is a change indeed from the solitude of Jebel es-Sikh to the 
bustling precinct of the Fountain of the Virgin. The long-famed 
spring itself lies near the Greek church of the Annunciation (and 
the water is led thence by a conduit through the church) flow- 
ing near the altar, where we look down into it as into a well, 
and pours in abundant streams through two stone spouts project- 
ing from a wall and protected by a stone arch, into a great mar- 
ble basin without. From this basin it overflows again into a 
lower and larger pool. To this Fountain of the Virgin literally all 
Nazareth resorts. There is no option ; for apart from a few cisterns 
this is the sole water supply of the town. About the larger pool 
groups of washerwomen with heaped-up laundry baskets are 
gathered ; and other women are cleaning wool by beating it with 
heavy clubs. This occupation looks like hard work, but it is 
not so engrossing after all but that there is opportunity for 
gossip, and above the unintermitting plash of the water sounds 
their shrill talk. A more attractive group is the company of 
girls whose livelihood it is to supply the households of Naz- 
areth with water and who come and go all day long with tall 
heavy water jars skilfully balanced upon their heads. At 
sunset the throng increases and a din of high pitched scream- 
ing voices fills the air. The water carriers are hurrying to 
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and fro to meet the urgent demands of the closing hour of 
the day, or scolding and squabbling volubly over questions of 
precedence at the spouts. Here is a mother, one arm sustaining 
a jar upon her head, the other supporting a babe, while two or 
three children cling shyly to her garments. The washerwomen 
have been driven now from the larger pools, and horses, donkeys 




FOUNTAIN OF THE VIRGIN. 

and camels are waiting their turn to drink. For how many 
hundreds of years the talk of Nazareth has babbled here, in a 
stream as unfailing as that of the fountain itself; and here have just 
such water jars been filled, by just such dark-eyed women with little 
children trooping at their heels. To this spot the child Jesus 
must often have come, holding by Mary's skirt, and here with 
his brothers, a company of children sitting in the market place, 
he played. So much of the unwritten "Gospel of the Infancy" we 
permit ourselves to reconstruct, loitering spectators at sunset at 
the Fountain of the Virgin. 
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The hill, across whose face the zig-zag streets of Nazareth 
run, is so steep that frequently there is room for houses upon 
one side of the street only. Coming upon one of these exposed 
declivities the question arises, "Was this perhaps the very brow 
of the hill to which the townsmen of Jesus once hurried him that 
they might cast him down headlong?" "It might have been 
here," we say ; and going a few yards further on we repeat, "It 
might have been here." But if you will listen to the voice of 
that infallible church whose high function it is to feed the 
human mind with certainties, you need not remain in doubt. 
Accept her guidance, and you will be led out of the town across 
the valley and up the opposite declivity to a point where the 
hill falls abruptly to the plain of Esdraelon. "Precisely to this 
spot," the church will tell you, "the angry mob led Jesus." It 
is not impossible indeed that this is in fact, "the mount of precipi- 
tation;" though it would be easier to accept the location if it 
were somewhat nearer to Nazareth. 

It is a far cry from the snow-bound plains of Russia to the 
flower-strewn fields of Nazareth ; but when we sauntered into 
the streets again before the call to dinner should sound, the 
formal duties of sight-seeing all discharged, we found them over- 
flowing with Russian pilgrims. They had seen Bethlehem and 
Jerusalem and had bathed in the Jordan (though one would 
hardly suspect it from their appearance), and they have come 
now to Nazareth to complete their pilgrimage by saying their 
prayers and paying their vows at the altar of the Greek church 
of the Angel Gabriel. The Greek convent had opened its doors 
to these orthodox believers, as in duty bound, and hospitably 
suffered them to spread their blankets upon the stone pavement 
of its spacious and empty courtyard. In the street without the 
thrifty people of Nazareth had extemporized a market, and were 
driving a brisk trade with their guests in bowls of steaming soup 
and blocks of coarse, dark bread. How dirty these pilgrims 
were, how ragged, how weary ! But how cheerful they were, 
and how noisy, as they drank their tea, and cobbled their shoes 
and patched their garments ! 

We greeted them as brethren in pilgrimage though they 
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could not understand our speech ; for we and they alike had 
come to far Nazareth to ask what it had to tell us of its whilom 
townsman, the Son of Man. It did not seem too much to hope 
that the dullest and most superstitious of them all would carry 
home some clearer understanding of the earthly life of his Lord. 
Jesus cannot be to them hereafter only a painted picture dimly 
discerned through incense smoke and by the light of flaming can- 
dles, since they have seen the very fields in which his feet were set 
when he walked, a man among men. To us whose privilege it 
had been to enter upon our pilgrimage with some not altogether 
indefinite and misleading conceptions of the Nazarene already 
formed in our minds, " his own city" had also a new truth to 
impart, new, although it was old and the trite theme of much 
moralizing. For he who has climbed the hill of Nazareth in the 
footsteps of Jesus, and drank of the fountain of Nazareth which 
in the centuries since Jesus drank of it "has not wearied in well 
doing" must have gained thereby a more vivid understanding of 
the value of the ministry of the thirty unrecorded years ; and 
his own life, whatever be its sphere, has widened immeasurably 
before him, as he learns that even in so narrow a round as the 
workshop, the synagogue and the home, there is ample space 
and opportunity to be daily increasing in wisdom and in favor 
with God and man. 



